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An unusual cluster of babies with Down's syndrome-was it caused by the Windscale fire? SIR,-Dr Patricia M E Sheehan and Professor Irene B Hillary speculated that radiation released by the Windscale fire on 10 October 1957 might have been partly responsible for a cluster of births of babies with Down's syndrome (all trisomy-21) to six women who were all at one school in Dundalk, Ireland, in 1957 (12 November 1980 , p 1428 . Subsequent correspondence left the significance of this finding unresolved (14 January, p 146). Three points must be addressed: (1) Might this cluster of babies with Down's syndrome have occurred by chance? (2) Did any radiation from the cloud reach Ireland ? (3) Is radiation known to increase the incidence of aneuploidy -for example, trisomy-21 -in man ?
Dr W H James (14 January, p 147) suggested that the cluster could have occurred by chance, but the data available to him were incomplete. The number of babies with Down's syndrome was ultimately reported as eight (14 January, p 147), and the number of births to girls who were at the school in 1957 was less than 400. Since none of the women was over 32 at the time of the birth of their child with Down's syndrome the expected incidence is approximately 1 in 1200.1 Fewer than one in 60 million groups of 400 births would be expected to contain a cluster of more than seven babies with Down's syndrome so this is certainly a significant cluster. 
